Unmasking Autism: How to Support 
Loved Ones Struggling with Masking 


Introduction 


Autism is a complex and diverse spectrum, but one challenge that often remains hidden from 
view is autistic masking. It’s a coping mechanism used by many autistic individuals to blend in 
or hide their autistic traits in order to navigate a neurotypical world. This act of masking can be 
exhausting and has lasting impacts on mental and physical health. At MindShiftWorks, we 
believe that understanding and supporting loved ones who struggle with masking can make a 
tremendous difference in their quality of life. 


This article dives into what autistic masking is, why people engage in it, and most importantly, 
how you can offer compassionate and effective support. 


What Is Autistic Masking? 


Autistic masking is when an autistic person suppresses or hides their natural behaviors, 
mannerisms, and communication styles in order to conform to societal expectations. This can 
mean imitating non-autistic behaviors, like making eye contact even if it feels uncomfortable, 


suppressing repetitive movements (or “stimming”), or altering their tone of voice and body 
language to seem more typical. 


It’s a survival strategy. However, while masking might help an autistic individual fit into society 
temporarily, it often comes with a high emotional and psychological cost. Long-term masking 
can lead to burnout, anxiety, depression, and even a loss of personal identity. 


MindShiftWorks Insight: We advocate for a world where autistic individuals feel safe and 
accepted as they are—without the need to mask. 


Why Do People Engage in Autistic Masking? 


The reasons for masking are as varied as autism itself. Here are some of the most common 
motivations: 


Social Acceptance Many autistic individuals feel immense pressure to fit in and be accepted. 
Masking is often a learned behavior from childhood, where being “different” could lead to 
bullying or exclusion. 


Professional Survival In the workplace, autistic masking is frequently used to maintain 
employment and navigate career settings. Even in careers for people with autism that are 
supportive, some individuals still feel the need to mask to meet expectations or avoid 
discrimination. 


Safety Concerns Sometimes, masking is a means of staying safe. Individuals may feel they 
must conform to avoid negative interactions, misunderstandings, or even abuse. 


MindShiftWorks Note: Understanding the reasons behind masking can help friends, family, and 
employers become more empathetic and accommodating. 


The Impact of Autistic Masking 


The constant effort of suppressing one’s true self can have serious consequences. Let’s break 
down the impact: 


Mental Health Struggles Chronic masking is closely linked to anxiety, depression, and other 
mental health challenges. The pressure to conform can leave autistic individuals feeling drained 
and overwhelmed. 


Burnout and Exhaustion Imagine wearing a heavy mask for hours each day. It’s physically and 
emotionally taxing, leading to severe fatigue and autistic burnout—a state of extreme mental, 
physical, and emotional exhaustion. 


Identity Erosion When someone masks for long periods, they may start to lose sight of who they 
really are. The disconnect between their public and private selves can lead to feelings of 
isolation and confusion. 


How to Support a Loved One Struggling with Masking 


Supporting someone who deals with autistic masking requires understanding, patience, and 
action. Here’s how you can be a source of comfort and strength: 


1. Create a Safe Space 


Autistic individuals are more likely to unmask in environments where they feel truly safe and 
accepted. As a friend, family member, or colleague, strive to create an atmosphere of trust and 
non-judgment. 


At Home: Encourage open conversations and avoid pressuring them to behave a certain way. 
At Work: If you're an employer, promote a culture of inclusion and consider jobs for people with 
autism that minimize the need for constant masking. 

MindShiftWorks Tip: Little gestures, like accepting stimming or being okay with non-standard 
communication, go a long way. 


2. Educate Yourself and Others 


Understanding autistic experiences can help you be a more empathetic supporter. Learn about 
the traits and behaviors associated with autism, and share this knowledge with those around 
you. 


Read Books: There are many autobiographies and educational books written by autistic authors 
that provide firsthand insight into masking. 

Attend Workshops: Organizations like MindShiftWorks often offer seminars on autism 
awareness and support strategies. 


3. Encourage Authenticity 


One of the greatest gifts you can give is the freedom to be authentic. Encourage your loved one 
to be themselves, whether that means stimming, avoiding eye contact, or communicating in a 
way that feels natural. 


Positive Reinforcement: Celebrate their unique traits and remind them that their authentic self is 
valuable. 


Supportive Feedback: If they feel the need to mask, offer validation but gently remind them that 
they are loved as they are. 


4. Provide Sensory Accommodations 


Sensory discomfort is a significant reason why many autistic individuals mask. Simple 
accommodations can make a big difference. 


Quiet Spaces: Ensure there are quiet, calm areas at home or in the workplace where they can 
decompress. 

Sensory Tools: Fidget toys, noise-canceling headphones, or weighted blankets can help ease 
sensory stress. 

MindShiftWorks Advice: If you're an employer, consider incorporating sensory-friendly practices 
into your company culture, especially for careers for people with autism. 


Addressing Masking in Professional Settings 


Supporting unmasking in professional settings can seem challenging, but it's essential for 
long-term well-being. Here's how companies can play their part: 


1. Promote an Inclusive Work Culture 


Businesses should actively work toward creating environments where neurodiverse employees 
feel valued. This includes training management teams to recognize and support autistic traits. 


2. Flexible Work Arrangements 


Flexibility in working hours, remote work options, and modified job responsibilities can lessen 
the need to mask. Autistic individuals often thrive in careers that offer these accommodations. 


3. Job Matching 


Matching employees with roles that align with their strengths can reduce the pressure to mask. 
Careers for people with autism often emphasize analytical thinking, creativity, and attention to 
detail—qualities that should be celebrated and utilized. 


MindShiftWorks Example: We consult with companies to identify neurodiverse talent and make 
meaningful adjustments that lead to successful, inclusive employment. 


Self-Care for Individuals Who Mask 


If you or someone you know is struggling with autistic masking, here are some self-care 
strategies: 


Connect with Others Find support groups, either in-person or online, where you can share 
experiences without judgment. Connecting with others who understand can be profoundly 
healing. 


Practice Self-Compassion Remind yourself that masking is a survival mechanism, not a sign of 
weakness. Take pride in the courage it takes to navigate the world as an autistic individual. 


Set Boundaries It’s okay to say no to situations that require extensive masking. Advocating for 
yourself is not only empowering but also essential for your well-being. 


The Role of Allies in Unmasking 


Allies play a crucial role in making the world a safer place for autistic individuals to be 
themselves. By being an informed, compassionate supporter, you can change lives. 


Listen Actively: Sometimes, the most supportive thing you can do is simply listen. 

Stand Up Against Discrimination: Challenge misconceptions and biases when you see them, 
whether in social settings or at work. 

Advocate for Policy Changes: Whether it’s in schools or workplaces, push for policies that 
promote neurodiversity and reduce the need for masking. 


Final Thoughts 


Autistic masking is more than a social inconvenience—it's a complex, often painful reality for 
many autistic individuals. By understanding what masking is and taking steps to support 
unmasking, we can help our loved ones live more authentically and joyfully. 


At MindShiftWorks, we’re committed to spreading awareness and driving positive change. From 
creating supportive work environments to educating families, our mission is to empower autistic 
individuals to live their truth, without fear. 


Ready to learn more? Visit MindShiftWorks to explore our resources and become part of the 
change toward a more accepting and inclusive world. 


